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Electronic Democracy

Lloyd N. Movriseit

In June the Liberal Party in Nova
Scortia, Canada, used a provincewide
telephone vore to choose a new
leader. Despite a computer failure
that delayed the vote by two weeks,
four times as many people participat-
cd in the 1992 vote as in the previous
convention when traditional voting
methods were used, according to the
Wall Street Journal, This is a dramaric
illustration of the way electronic
technology can bring people back
into the political process. Properly
used, electronic technology can help
transform political disaffection into
polirical participation.

Like other technologies, modern
interactive communications technol-
ogy otfers both promise and peril. The
printing press can be used for propa-
ganda or for education; the atom for
peaceful energy or nuclear warfare:
interactive communications technol-
ogy for demagoguery or democracy.
Also, like other technologies, interac-
tive communications rechnology con-
tains its own imperative; it will be
used, the question is how.

Growing Political Disaffection

The election of 1988 may come to be
scen as a landmark in American poli-
tics. The voter turnout was barely
above 50 percent, the lowest since

1924, when Calvin Coolidge beat
John W. Davis, That low turnout
underscored the average American
voter'’s disaffection from the electoral
process. Polls conducted during and
after the campaign revealed that citi-
zens were unhappy with their elec-
toral choices and dismayed by the
negative tone of the campaign. They
believed they had been manipulated
by mass marketing rather than
informed. The culture of massmarket-
ing was substituted for that of respon-
sible citizenship.

[ daily papers and on nightly
newscasts in 1988, storics regulurly
dealt with strategic gossip, rather
thun substance—what the “handlers”
were doing with their candidate,
rather than what the candidate
thought. Sometimes the campaign
scemed more like a boxing match
than an exercise in democracy, and
the time between rounds more impor-
tant than the actual fight. What were
the pollsters and handlers doing to
prepare their man for the next round?
How would the “spin doctors” explain
an unflattering phorograph, a mis-
statement, or the inadequate answer
to a probing question? The candidates
and their advisors seemed to have
accepted the idea that “image 1s
everything.”

Other factors in 1988 also con-
tributed to voters’ dismay. The cost of

An example of a new technology that permits voter feedback
is Omaha’s “Call Interactive,” which instantly tallies and graphs
viewers’ opinions, in this instence, for Cable News Network.
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campaigns was clearly gerring out of
hand. The rwo main candidates spent
an estimated $500 million, half on
television, with television ads account-
ing for the greatest portion of that
half. Although some television cam-
paign ads arc informative, they depend,
for much of their cffectiveness, on
image—constructing a positive image
for the candidate who is advertising
and a negative image of his opponent.
Journalistic coverage of the 1988
campaign also continued ro show the
reliance of candidates on polls to deter-
mine the course of their campaigns,
and the reliance of the press on polls
to determine the pulse of the cam-
paign. The heavy reliance of candi-
dates on polls suggests that their opin-
ions and answers to questions depend
upon the direction of the prevailing
breeze, rather than on deeply held
beliets, well-thought-out ideas about
issucs, or justihied uncertainty in the
face of extremely complex problems.

Americans’ widespread disaffection
from the electoral process is not,
however, simply a result of mean-
spirited campaigns carried out as
exercises in mass-marketing.

[t is not only rhe questionable

use of polls that accounts for citizens
unease however. They know that
their views are presumably encom-
passed in a poll that may be based on
a sample of somewhere between 500
and 1,000 people. Regardless of the
statistical reliability of the sample—
which cannot be taken for granted—
it is hard for anyone to believe that a

nation of 250 million people can be
boiled down to a sample of 500,
Whatever the merits of polling, small
sample sizes, capricious use, and usc
for strategy rather than substance fur-
ther suggest to the citizen that indi-
viduals don't count. In addition, in
1988 the political process paid little
heed to the positions of minorities and
almost none to the complexities and
subtlerics of individual views.

Americans’ widespread disaffec-
tion from the electoral process is not,
however, simply a result of mean-spir-
ited campaigns carried out as exercises
in mass-markcting. The very growth
of the population inevitably leads to
greater and greater distance of the
average individual citizen from hisfher
elected representative. James Madison
wrote in the Federalist Papers:

“In the next place, as each represen-
tative will be chosen by a greater number
of citizens in the large than in the small
republic, it will be more difficult for
unworthy candidates to practice with
success the vicious arts by awhich elections
are too often carried; and the suffrages
of the peaple being move free, will be
maore likely to centre in men who possess
the most attractive merit and the most
diffusive in established characters
By enlarging too much the number of
electors, you render the representative
too little acquatnted with all their local
circumstances and lesser interesis; as
by reducing it too much, you render him
wnduly attached to these and too little fit
to comprehend and pursue great and
national objects.”

When Madison wrote those
words, he might have been able ro
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see a generation or two ahead, but

he undoubtedly would have been
shocked by the population explosion
that led to a nation of 250 million.

It is possible that his confidence in
the value of increased numbers of
electors for each representative would
have heen shaken as he witnessed the
greater and greater disaffecrion of

the citizenry.

Ross Perot and the 1992
Campaign

In happy times, many citizens arc glad
to let their elected representatives go
about their work without much dia-
logue between the representative and
electors. But when the countiy is
beset by the savings and loan debacle,
checlk-writing scandals in the House
of Representatives, recession, and an
uncertain future, citizens arc much
less willing to be unhcard and unseen.
Ross Perot scemed to have under-
stood this in 1992 when he entered
the campaign as the champion of the
individual citizen, saying that if he
were elected President, he would con-
vene the country in “clectronic town
meetings” on important issues. Perot’s
astounding popularity was based at
least in part on his tapping a sympa-
thetic chord in the American people.
Citizens were not being treated as
individuals, and they overwhelmingly
felt that they had little or no access
to a system that often seemed in
stalemate or out of control. The
“electronic town meering” suggested
that there was a way to leap over the
political system and put people
directly in touch with their leaders.
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While he never developed the “clec-
tronic town meeting” format, Peror
immediately went on to demonstrate
what was possible, and Clinton and
Bush shortly followed suit.

Television and radio talk shows
allowed the candidates to respond
directly to individual citizens without
being interpreted or mediated by the
press. Compared to 1988, the public
saw far more of the candidares on
Larry King Live, The Today Show,
Good Morning America, Night Line,
McNeil-Lehyer, and many other shows
than ever before. While not many
citizens werc able to talk directly with
the candidates, it was seen thar some
citizens were able to do so. Talk show
appearances had other practical val-
ues for the candidates as well; they
minimized television expenditures
and allowed the candidates to save
moncy for other purposes later in the
campaign. The idea of the electronic
town meeting caught the public’s
fancy. The widespread use of talk
shows began to illustrate that candi-
dates could have a dialogue with the
citizenry by the use of electronic
rechniques, in this case, broadcasting
and the telephone.

In running his independent
political campaign, Perot planted
the seeds of clectronic citizenship.
Current technology is inadequate o
allow electronic town halls to become
immediate realities. Even in 1992,
however, the technology is much fur-
ther advanced than in 1988. When
CBS used an 800 number during the
presidential primaries to examine the
public consciousness in America On



The Line, thore were 24 million call-
ing attempts, but only about 300,000
calls got through. Far fewer would
have been able to get through in
1988, and many morc will be able to
vet through in 1996.

In the next few years, electronic
technology will allow some version
of Perot’s electronic town hall. The
technology will be used. The question
is how can electronic rechnology be
used for democratic purposes and
valucs in keeping with the virtues of
republican democracy celebrated by
James Madison.

Foreshadowing the Future

The 1992 presidential campaign has
given several examples of the way
electronic technology may be vsed to
reach out to voters and involve them
in an interactive format that goes
beyond traditional broadcast televi-
sion. The talk show is the simplest of
these, and one that is novel in 1992
only because of its increased preva-
lence. In the typical ralk show, a
political candidate will be inter-
viewed by a host and then field ques-
tions from a live audience or from
people who call in their questions.
The number of questioners is obvi-
ously limited by the length of the
show, as well as the budget available
to cover the cost of an 800 numnber.
The most advanced 800 service is
Call Interactive, a joint venture of
AT&T and American Express Infor-
mation Services. Using a digitized
voice answering systemn, Call Interac-
tive can handle 10,000 calls every 90
seconds. The cost of the service is

based on the volume of calls. With a
nominal set-up fee, 8,000 minutes of
calls would cost approximately
$2.,000. Candidate Clinton used
another version of the talk show for-
mat when he was connected via satel-
lite to ten different American cities,
where samples of voters gave their
opinions and voiced their questions
directly.

A more advanced cxample of the
possibilities of interaction is provided
by the Zenith cable television tech-
nology called Z-View, In this system,
subscriber responses are conveyed
immediately to the head-end by a
variety of possible rerurn paths: the
telephone necwork, an upstream path
on the cable, or an upstream radio
signal from a home transmitter to the
head-end via a satellite, For the
radio path, Zenith-made converters,
currently available on about 25 cable
systems, contain small radio transmit-
ters that communicate back to the
head-end. The system can handle
some 180 upstream messages per sec-
ond, and converters keep transmitting
until their signals are received, so all
subscriber responses can be handled
ar the head-end within a few minutes,
cven if 30,000 converters are trans-
mitting simultaneously.

With Z-View, another possible
return path utilizes Automatic Num-
ber Tdentification (ANI). In chis
mode, a subscriber calls a telephone
number that represents a particular
choice, for example, a pay-per-view
selection. There is no voice interac-
tion. The ANI picks up two bits of
subscriber information and rransmits
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them to the head-end computer: the
telephone number called, represent-
ing a particular choice, and the sub-
scriber’s telephone number.

There are now about 11 mijlion
cable subscribers who are using one or
another form of AN The ANI system
could he adapted for a national service
ro allow viewers to respond to ques-
rions. For example, several telephone
numbers could be used to denote
different viewer responscs. Multiple
telephone numbers would slow the
system down, but at least 100 calls
per second could be handled. One
major advantage of this is that no
modifications or connections to cable
converters are needed; subscribers
simply use their telephones.

|
More easily than ever before, a
politician could leap over normal
governmental processes and take
important questions directly to the
public, raising all the dangers of
national plebiscites.

L

The technology exemplified by
Z-View is adaptable by special soft-
ware programs to surveys of cable
subscribers. Criteria for selecting
survey participants are very flexible,
and subscribers can be polled in about
20 seconds. If the results of polling a
larpe audience are cross-tabulated
with various demographic categories,
it can he done at the rate of sbout
one subscriber per minute.

What the Zenith technology
forcshadows is clear. Within the next
few years, certainly the decade, there
will be widespread technology
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available that allows messages to
reach people in their homes, and
permits them to respond quickly

and conveniently at low cost. Those
responses will be able to be collected,
rotaled, and tabulared, with the
results displayed on a television
screen within a few minutes of the
original question being asked.

The Dangers of Plebiscitary
Democracy

The way will be open for Ross Perot’s
“eclectronic town halls” to become a
fixture of our national scene. More
easily than cver before, a politician
could leap over normal governmental
processes and take important ques-
tions directly to the public, raising all
the dangers of national plebiscites. As
potentially almost everyone would be
able to participate, public decisions
on questions of importance could be
taken as mandates for political
action. Even though it might nor
have any legal standing, surcly an
overwhelming national vote by this
means on a question of importance
would have compelling weight with
any political leader. Tendencies
toward plebiscitary democracy arc
already evident, and technological
progress may accelerate them.

The use and misuse of citizen ini-
tiatives illustrate the dangers of
plebiscites. In California (and at least
22 other states) the initiative gives
people the right to place on the hallor
legislation and amendments to the
state’s constitution and obtain s
statewide vote. The idea hehind the
initiative was to allow people a means



of expressing their political will in
the face of legislative inaction or the
opposition of special interests. The
problem is that in California the bal-
lot has become so loaded with com-
plex initiatives that it seems to dis-
courage people from poing to the
polls rather than motivating them to
express their judgment. Outcomes
scem more often to depend upon the
ctfectivencss of political advertising
rather than on the carefully weighed
choices of an educated citizenry. The
apparent limitations and failures of
the initiative process suggest the dan-
gers inherent in the new clectronic
technology: manipulation may be
substituted for education and adver-
tising for careful information-gather-
ing; debate and deliberation may be
overridden by the adrenaline of an
immediate reaction; and minority
opinions and objections can he lost
in the voice of the crowd.

Enhancing Democracy:
Six Requirements

The failures of the initiative process,
the problems of plebiscites, and the
dangers of propaganda and dema-
goguery suggest the characteristics
that are needed to define democratic
uses of new interactive information
technologies. Requirements for at
least six important features must be
taken inte account: access, informa-
tion, discussion, deliberation, choice,
and action. Perhaps the most impor-
tunt Tequirement is access.

Access: The experience of the
last few elections, the meteoric risc of
Ross Perot, and the popularity of the

10

talk show and call-in format in televi-
sion and radio all show the hunger of
citizens for access to their leaders and
to the means for expressing rheir own
opinions and judgments. Provision for
access does not necessarily mean that
citizens will take advantage of it; not
all citizens take advantage of their
voting rights. Only 50 percent of eli-
gible voters participated in the 1988
presidential elections, and cven fewer
participate in primarics and most
local elections. However, the impor-
tance of the availability of the vote
cannot be exageerated. Imagine the
public’s wrath if someone decided to
begin restricting voting rights rather
than cxtending them, as has been the
historical rrend since the founding of
the Republic. A well designed nation-
al system of interactive informarion
technology for consideration of
important issucs could be expected to
be similarly rreasured, but not neces-
sarily universally used. It is this prob-
lem of access for a growing and
diverse population, dispersed over a
very large geographical arca that
makes a national system of interac-
tive information technology civicly
useful. If well designed, such a system
can counter divisive trends and help
bring the nation together.
Information and Education: A
vital part of any deliberative discus-
sion is the provision for relevant
information. In the discussion of any
issue, people enter the conversation
with widely differing experience and
information about the issuc. Take the
issuc of healtheare. Many citizens
understand that severe problems exist
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in our present system of financing and
distributing healthcare; many sce that
their own insurance costs are rising
rapidly; others know that they are
uninsured or underinsured; older peo-
ple may worry about Medicare and
Medicaid cutbacks. Surveys show,
however, that rclatively few citizens
have a thorough understanding of the
forces that drive medical costs and
the alternarives for provision of care
that have been tried in the United
States and around the world. Any
general public discussion of health-
carce must find ways to allow more cit-
izens to be thoroughly informed about
the issues and problems. Otherwise,
debate will be based upen opinion
rather than fact, prejudice rather
than knowledge. A system of interac-
tive information rechnology need not
itself contain the vital information.
References could he made to other
sources of information ranging from
reference material in libraries to doc-
umentaries on felevision. In fact, the
national media would naturally be
expected to carry much of the rele-
vant information in any national dis-
cussion of an issue.

Discussion: Information technol-
ogy can stimulate discussion not only
between citizens and their leaders,
but among the citizens themselves.
Although radio and television broad-
casting hay been a superb means for
the dissemination of entertainment
and culture, news, and sports, a
broadcast is a transmission from a
central source to an audience. Not
only is there usually no feedback from
the audience to the source, but the
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audience typically receives the hroad-
cast in individual isolation. Broud-
casting, as a technology, docs not nat-
urally stimulate discussion among the
people who reccive the broadcast.

Networked computers offer quite
a different model. Whether by com-
puter conference or electronic mail,
networked computing encourages
people to communicate with one
another. The experience of highly
networked communities, such as
Carncgie Mellon University or the
nationwide SeniorNet organization,
shows that when people are connect-
ed together over a computer system,
they tend to communicate more
broadly and intensively than without
the system. The evidence is very clear
that computer conferencing tends to
reduce isolation rather than increase
it. In order to discuss civie issucs, peo-
ple need casy ways to enter such dis-
cussions. Ancedores rell of the local
barher shop as ene place where citi-
zens have naturally gathered to talk
with each other. Elecrronic technolo-
gy can be used to provide a modern
day equivalent of the harber shop,
connecting citizens with each other
all across the nation and with their
leaders.

Deliberation: Any interactive
communication system must provide
the means for deliberation, that is,
the carcful consideration of an issue
and the likely consequences of deci-
sions. For deliberation to occur, pro-
vision must be made for the presenta-
tion of various sides of a question and
atrention to different approaches to
outcomes. The great issues of our
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tirnc—such as healthcare, the
improvement of the educational sys-
tem, the functicning of the economy,

or political reform—are extremely
complex and cannot be deliberately
considered in any brief period of
time. Work by the Public Agenda
Foundation, over many years, has
shown that cven when issues are
clarified, it usually takes at least six
weeks, with a concentrated educa-
tional campaign, for people to delib-
crate about a problem and come to a
reasoned judgment‘ In many marters,
the time would be much longer, and
it would not be unexpected if a year
or even several years would have to
be devoted to deliberative considera-
tion before problems become clarified
in the public’s mind. The implication
for a system of interactive informa-
tion technology: whatever is done
must be an ongoing process. There
could be repeated uses of the system
on a single topic, for example, a serics
of debates about healtheare lasting
several months, The computer con-
ference is an alternative model for
such a deliberative system. In a com-
puter conference, people have access
to questions, facts, and opinions, and
can take their time abour when they
are ready to give their own opinion.
[nput can be made at any time, and
the ongoing outpur of the system can
be studied until someone believes
he or she has something to say.
Choices: Discussion and delibera-
tion are sharpened when participants
understand that choices among alter-
native courses of action must be
made. The managers of an interactive
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system devoted to electronic democ-
racy need to organizce the process so
that choices are the outcome.
Responsible government is not mere-
ly a means of educating the citizenry,
but it is also a process of making
choices that shape the future of soci-
ety. With some deliberative dialogues,
the possible choices may be clear
from the beginning—this might be
the case if the issue were the deploy-
ment of limited resources among vari-
ous desirable ends. [Tow should limit-
ed resources be allocated to
healthcare, education, and scicntific
rescarch, for example? [n this case,
the rough nature of the alternatives is
clear even though much would need
to be learned abourt the consequences
of choices and details of proposals.
With other types of issues, it is likely
that the nature of the choices them-
sclves would only emerge during the
deliberation. No onc has any easy
answers as to how to revive decaying
central cities, and it s likely that rea-
sonable public choices can only be
developed during the course of exten-
sive deliberation., If actions are to be
taken, however, choices must he
made, and in the development and
application of a system for electronic
democracy, citizens should understand
that onc of the major purposes of the
dialogue 1s to make such choices.
Action: Why should citizens
enter into the hard work of educa-
tion, discussion, deliberation, and
choice? They must understand that
when they go through thar hard work
their choices and judgments will be
used. Many people agree that the
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respensible choices and judgments
of citizens are important, but debate
how they should be used. Some
believe that it will be enough if citi-
zens understand that their choices are
listened to by the elected representa-
tives and taken into full account in
legislative and cxecutive action.
Others believe that it is vital that
the final choices of a2 well conducted
national deliberation have the essen-
tial foree of law. This is, of course,
what the initiative process was sup-
posed to accomplish. Withour intro-
ducing the idea of a national initia-
tive, it might he sufficient to know
that clear national choices resulting
after a period of substantial delibera-
tion would, by their very nature, have
a compelling effect on legislators and
national executives. It is hard to see
how a legislator could be expected to
be reelected if he failed to take into
account the clear will of his con-
stituency. As there is relatively little
experience in many of these areas,
however, it may be necessary to
experiment with several models of
clectronic democracy.

The authors of the Federalist
Papers, when they argued the case for
the American cxperiment, were well
aware of two great questions about
politics and human nature. One ques-
tion was whether there could be a
viable democratic republic in an

extended geographical area with a
heterogencous population. The other
was whether human beings are capa-
ble of peacefully and deliberately
defining and shaping their own
futures, or whether rthe fururc will
inevitably be derermined by power
and accident. The growth of popula-
tion and the advance of science and
technology sharpen our appreciation
of the importance of these two ques-
tions. The geographical size of the
United States is far beyond that
imagined by any of the founding
fathers. The population growth has
far exceeded what anyone expected a
hundred years ago. At the same time,
science and technology have greatly
increased the power available to rule
populations by force. Science and
technology can also be applied to
allow the American experiment to
become more cffective, however, to
engagc citizens in responsible discus-
sion and deliberation about their
future; to enable the nation to make
choices and shape its destiny morce
effectively; to give elecred representa-
tives the conflidence that they can do
their work hased on an educated citi-
zenry working with, rather than in
apposition to, government. Electron-
ic information technology will be
used for political purposes. Whether
it is used for demogoguery or democ-
racy, the choice is ours.
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